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For where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.

—Matthew 6:21






Charlestown, Massachusetts’s reputation as a breeding ground for bank and armored-car robbers is authentic. Although faithful to the Town’s geography and its landmarks, this novel all but ignores the great majority of its residents, past and present, who are the same good and true people found most anywhere.

While Charlestown is home to some of the most decent people in the city, it has, like no other neighborhood, a hoodlum subculture that is preoccupied with sticking up banks and armored cars.

—The Boston Globe, March 3, 1995

…a community to which more armored-car robbers are traced than any other in the country, according to FBI statistics.

—The Boston Globe, March 19, 1995

This self-described Townie spoke…on condition of anonymity, describing what it was like to grow up in Charlestown. “I’m mighty proud of where I come from. It’s ruined my life, literally, but I’m proud.”

—The Boston Globe, March 19, 1995
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First, a toast. Raise a glass. Solemn now:

To the Town.

To Charlestown, our one square mile of brick and cobblestone. Neighborhood of Boston, yet lopped off every map of the city like a bastard cropped out of a happy family portrait.

This is the heart of the “Old Eleventh,” the district that first sent the Kennedy kid to Congress. The one square mile of America that shipped more boys off to World War II than any other. Site of the Battle of Bunker Hill, the blood of revolution sprinkled like holy water over our soil and our souls. Turf and Tribe and Townie Pride—our sacred trinity.

But now look at these outsiders snapping up our brownstones and triple-deckers. Pricing us out of our own mothers’ houses. Yuppies with their Volvos and their Asian cuisine, their disposable incomes and contempt for the church—succeeding where the British army failed, driving us off our land.

But sure, we don’t go away so easy. “Don’t fire until you see the whites of their eyes!”—that was us, remember. This carnation here may be a bit brown at the edges—but see it still pinned to the tweed lapel over my beating Townie heart.

Be a hero now, reach me that jar. We’ll have a hard-boiled egg with this last one, see how she goes down. It’s caps off, gents. Here’s to that towering spike on a hill, the granite battle monument that’ll outlast us all: the biggest feckin’ middle finger in the world, aimed right at good brother Boston and the twenty-first century beyond.

To the Town. Here’s how.
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The Bank Job




DOUG MACRAY STOOD INSIDE the rear door of the bank, breathing deeply through his mask. Yawning, that was a good sign. Getting oxygen. He was trying to get amped up. Breaking in overnight had left them with plenty of downtime to sit and eat their sandwiches and goof on each other and get comfortable, and that wasn’t good for the job. Doug had lost his buzz—the action, fear, and momentum that was the cocktail of banditry. Get in, get the money, get out. His father talking, but fuck it, on this subject the old crook was right. Doug was ready for this thing to fall.

He swung his head side to side but could not crack his neck. He looked at the black .38 in his hand, but gripping a loaded pistol had long since lost its porn. He wasn’t there for thrills. He wasn’t even there for money, though he wouldn’t leave without it. He was there for the job. The job of the job, like the thing of the thing. Him and Jem and Dez and Gloansy pulling pranks together, same as when they were kids—only now it was their livelihood. Heisting was what they did and who they were.

His blood warmed to that, the broad muscles of his back tingling. He rapped the hard plastic forehead of his goalie mask with his pistol barrel and shook out the cobwebs as he turned toward the door. A pro, an athlete at the top of his game. He was at the height of his powers.

Jem stood across from him like a mirror image: the dusty navy blue jumpsuit zipped over the armored vest, the gun in his gloved hand, and the white goalie mask marked up with black stitch scars, his eyes two dark sockets.

Happy voices approaching, muffled. Keys turning in reinforced locks, strongbars releasing.

A spear of daylight. A woman’s hand on the knob and the kick of a chunky black shoe—and the swish of a black floral skirt walking into Doug’s life.

 

HE SEIZED THE BRANCH manager’s arm and spun her around in front of him, showing her the pistol without jamming it in her face. Her eyes were green and bright and full, but it was his mask that scared short her scream, not the Colt.

Jem kicked the door shut behind the assistant manager, smacking the cardboard caddy out of the guy’s hand. Two steaming cups of coffee splattered against the wall, leaving a runny brown stain.

Doug took the bank keys from the manager’s hand and felt her going weak. He walked her down the short hallway to the tellers’ row behind the front counter, where Gloansy—identically dressed, masked, and Kevlar-bulked—waited. The bank manager startled at the sight of him, but she had no breath left for screaming. Doug passed her off to Gloansy, who laid her and the gray-suited assistant manager face-first on the carpeting behind the cages. Gloansy started yanking off their shoes, his voice deepened and filtered by the mask.

Lie still. Shut your eyes. Nobody gets hurt.

Doug moved with Jem through the open security door into the lobby. Dez stood beside the front door, hidden from Kenmore Square by the drawn blinds. He checked the window before flashing a blue-gloved thumb, and Doug and Jem crossed the only portion of the lobby visible from the ATM vestibule.

Jem unfolded a deep canvas hockey bag on the floor. Doug turned the stubbiest key on the manager’s ring in the night-deposit cabinet lock, and silver plastic deposit bags spilled to the floor like salmon from a cut net. A holiday weekend’s worth. Doug gathered them up five and six at a time, soft bags of cash and checks bundled in deposit slips, dumping the catch into Jem’s open duffel.

After raiding the night drop, Doug went on alone to the access door behind the ATM. He matched key to lock, then looked over to the tellers’ cages where Jem had the branch manager on her feet. She looked small without shoes, head down, hair slipping over her face.

“Again,” Jem commanded her. “Louder.”

She said, staring at the floor, “Four. Five. Seven. Eight.”

Doug ignored the choke in her voice and punched the code into the mechanical dial over the key. The door swung open on the ATM closet, and Doug unlatched the feeder and pulled the cash cassette. After the long weekend it was less than half full. He scooped out the sheets of postage stamps as an afterthought and dumped them with the tens and twenties into the bag. Then he flipped the service switch, reloaded the empty cassette, and hustled back past the check-writing counter, running the bag through the open security door to the tellers’ cages.

There, he retrieved a small strongbox from a drawer at the head teller’s station. Beneath some dummy forms and a leftover stack of flimsy giveaway 1996 desk calendars was a brown coin envelope containing the cylindrical vault key.

 

THEY COULD HAVE BEEN a couple waiting for an elevator, except for the gun: Jem and the manager standing together before the wide vault door. Jem was holding her close, exploring the curve of her ass through her skirt with the muzzle of his .45 as he whispered something in her ear. Doug made noise coming up behind them and Jem’s gun moved to her hip.

Jem said, “She says the time lock’s set for eight eighteen.”

The digital clock built into the vault door said 8:17. They stood for that one minute in silence, Doug behind the manager, listening to her breathing, watching the hands of her self-hugging arms grip her sides.

The clock changed to 8:18. Doug inserted the key over the thick black dial.

“We know all about panic codes,” Jem told the manager. “Now open it clean.”

Her hand came out stiffly, steadying itself against the cool steel door and leaving a brief, steamy palm print there before starting in on the dial. When she hesitated after the second turn, Doug knew she had made a mistake.

“No fucking stalling,” said Jem.

She dried her quivering hand on her skirt. The second time, she made it past the third number of the combination before her nerves betrayed her, her fingers twisting the dial too far.

“For Christ!” said Jem.

“I’m sorry!” she wailed, half in anger, half in terror.

Jem put the gun to her ear. “You have kids?”

She veered away from him, her voice strangled. “No.”

“A husband? Boyfriend?”

“No.”

“Christ! Parents, then. Do you have parents? Who the fuck can I threaten?”

Doug stepped in, easing Jem’s gun away from her face. “How many attempts before the lock triggers a duress delay?”

She swallowed. “Three.”

Doug said, “And how long until it can be opened again after that?”

“I think—fifteen minutes.”

“Write it down,” said Jem. “Write out the combination, I will fucking do it myself.”

Doug looked at her grimacing face in profile, feeling her fear. “You don’t want us here another fifteen minutes.”

She considered that a second, then reached fast for the dial, her hand darting like a bird from a cage. Doug caught her wrist, held it firm.

“Slow,” he said. “Take your time. Once you start, do not stop.”

She wrapped a fist around her thumb. When he released her, her hand went cautiously to the dial. Her fingers obeyed her this time, shaking again only as she approached the final number. The interior clack was audible.

Jem spun the locking wheel and the door released, opening on massive hinges, the vault emitting a cool, cottony yawn after a long weekend’s sleep.

Doug grabbed the manager’s arm and walked her away. She paused in sight of her office, their entry point, where they had brought the ceiling down on top of her desk.

“It’s my birthday,” she whispered.

Doug walked her fast out to Gloansy, who put her back with the assistant manager, facedown on the floor. Dez stood near with his scarred mask cocked at a quizzical angle. A radio check, him listening to the unseen wire rising up from inside his jumpsuit collar.

“Nothing,” Dez said. The police frequencies were all clear.

 

AS A CONQUEST, VAULT interiors always disappointed Doug. The public access areas such as the safe-deposit rooms were kept polished and showroom clean, but the actual money rooms were no more impressive than utility closets.

This vault was no exception. The main cabinet door containing the cash reserves was made of thin metal and fastened with a flimsy desk lock, which Doug busted open in one stroke. Despite the vault’s hard-target exterior, once you were in, you were in. He ignored the heavy racks of rolled coins and instead pulled down stacked bundles of circulated paper currency. The color-coded paper straps that banded the bills told him the denominations at a glance: red for $5s, yellow for $10s, violet for $20s, brown for $50s, and beautiful mustard for $100s. He snapped them off as he went, fanning the wads of cash, spot-checking for dye packs and tracers.

Four cash-on-wheels teller trucks lined the back of the vault. The top drawers held about $2,500 each, and Doug cleared out all of it except the bait bills, the thin, paper-clipped bundles of twenties laid out at the bottom of each slot. The first drawer was the one tellers drew from during routine transactions, the one they emptied in the event of a stickup.

The second drawers were deeper than the first, containing higher denominations for commercial transactions and account closings, more than four times as much money as the first drawers. Doug again emptied each one down to the bait bills.

They ignored the safe-deposit room altogether. Opening boxes would have meant drilling each door individually, ten minutes per lock, two locks per box. And even if they did have all day, the Kenmore Square BayBanks branch served a transient community of Boston University students and apartment renters, so there was no point. In an upscale-neighborhood bank, the safe boxes would have been the primary target, since branches in wealthier zip codes usually carry less operating cash, their customers relying on direct deposit rather than paycheck cashing, purchasing things with plastic rather than paper.

Dez’s blue palm halted them on the way back. “Asshole at the ATM.”

Through the blinds, Doug made out a college kid in sweats playing the machine for allowance money. His card was rejected twice before he bothered to read the service message on the screen. He looked to the door, checking the bank hours printed there, then lifted the customer service phone off the receiver.

“Nope,” said Dez.

In the middle of this, Doug looked at the manager lying behind the second teller’s cage. He knew things about her. Her name was Claire Keesey. She drove a plum-colored Saturn coupe with a useless rear spoiler and a happy-face bumper sticker that said Breathe! She lived alone, and when it was warm enough, she spent her lunch hours in the community gardens along the nearby Back Bay Fens. He knew these things because he had been following her, off and on, for weeks.

Now, up close, Doug could see the faintly darker roots of her hair, the pale brown she treated honey blond. Her long, black linen skirt outlined her legs to the lacy white feet of her stockings, where jagged stitching across the left heel betrayed a thrifty mending never meant to be seen.

She rolled her head along her bent arm, just enough for a peek up at Gloansy, who was hunched over and watching the kid on the ATM phone. Her left leg began to creep toward the teller’s chair. Her foot slipped underneath the counter and out of Doug’s sight, poking around under there, then gliding swiftly back into position, her eyes returning to the crook of her elbow.

Doug exhaled slowly. Now he had a problem.

The kid in the ATM gave up on the dead telephone and kicked the wall before shoving bitchily through the doors out into the early morning.

Jem dropped the loot bag next to the tool bag and the work bag. “Let’s blow,” he said, exactly what Doug wanted to hear. As Gloansy pulled plastic ties from his pockets, and Jem and Dez lifted jugs of Ultra Clorox from the work bag, Doug turned and walked fast down the rear hall into the employee break room. The security equipment sat on wooden shelves there, and the system had tripped, the cameras switched on and recording, a small red light pulsing over the door. Doug stopped all three VCRs and ejected the tapes, then unplugged the system for good measure.

He brought the tapes back out to the front and dumped them into the work bag without anyone else seeing. Gloansy had the assistant manager in one of the teller’s chairs, binding the guy’s wrists behind the chair back. Bloody snot painted the assistant manager’s lips and chin. Jem must have flat-nosed him on their way in.

Doug lifted the heavy tool bag to his shoulder just as he saw Dez quit splashing bleach, setting his jugs down on the floor.

“Hold it!” Dez called out.

Dez’s finger went to his ear as Jem emerged from the vault, jugs in hand. Gloansy stopped with the manager seated behind the assistant manager now, back-to-back, a tie for her wrists ready in his free hand. Everyone looked at Dez—except Doug, who was looking at the manager staring at the floor.

Dez said, “Silent alarm call, this address.”

Jem looked for Doug. “What the fuck?” he said, setting down his bleach.

“We’re done here anyway,” said Doug. “We’re gone. Let’s go.”

Jem drew his pistol, keeping it low at his hip as he approached the seated bankers. “Who did it?”

The manager kept staring at the floor. The assistant manager stared at Jem, a black forelock of hair hanging ragged and sullen over his eyes.

“We were gone,” said Jem, pointing at the back hallway with his gun. “We were out that fucking door.”

The assistant manager winced at Jem through his hair, eyes watering from the bleach fumes, still sore from his cuffing at the door.

Jem locked on him. Wounded defiance was the worst possible play the assistant manager could make.

Dez picked up his bleach, hurriedly finishing splashing it around. “Let’s go,” he said.

“We’ve gotta move,” Doug told Jem.

Another few seconds of staring, and the spell was broken. Jem stepped off, relaxing his gun hand, slipping the piece back inside his belt. He was already turning away when the assistant manager said, “Look, no one did any—”

Jem flew at the man in a blur. The sound of knuckles against temple was like a tray of ice being cracked, Jem holding back nothing.

The assistant manager whipped left and slumped over the armrest, the chair tipping and falling onto its side.

The assistant manager sagged, still bound to the chair by his wrists. Jem dropped to one knee and hammered away again and again at the defenseless guy’s cheek and jaw. Then Jem stopped and went back for his bleach. Only Doug’s hooking his arm stopped Jem from emptying the jug over the man’s shattered face.

That close, Doug could see the pale, nearly white-blue of Jem’s irises within the recesses of the goalie mask, glowing like snow at night. Doug twisted the bleach out of Jem’s hand and told him to load the bags. To Doug’s surprise, Jem did just that.

Doug soaked the night drop in the lobby. He soaked the carpet where they had filled the loot bag, jumpy near the windows, expecting sirens. He shook out the jug over the ATM cassette, then returned to the counter.

The assistant manager remained hanging off the overturned chair. Only his wheezing told Doug the guy was still alive.

The bags were gone. So was the manager.

Doug walked to the back, bleach fumes swamping his vision. The bags were stacked and waiting, and Dez and Jem both had their masks off, standing at the rear door, Jem’s hand clamped on the back of the manager’s neck, keeping her from seeing their faces. Dez picked up her brown leather handbag where it had fallen upon entry, shooting Doug a hard look of warning.

Doug whipped off his goalie mask, his ski mask still on underneath. “Fuck is this?”

“What if they already got us walled in?” said Jem, wild. “We need her.”

Wheels skidding on alley grit, the work van pulling up outside, and Gloansy, unmasked now, jumping from the wheel to throw the side doors open.

Dez started out, two-handing the first duffel bag, swinging it aboard.

“Leave her,” Doug commanded. But Jem was already rushing her out to the van.

Doug’s ski mask came off, crackling with electricity. Seconds mattered. He carried the work bag into the glaring sunlight and dumped it into the van with a crash. Jem was next to him, trying to load the manager into the van without her glimpsing his face. Doug took her by the waist, boosted her up, then cut in front of Jem, leaving Jem the third bag.

Doug pushed her down the length of the soft bench seat to the windowless wall. “Eyes shut,” he told her, stuffing her head down to her knees. “No noise.”

The last bag thudded and the doors slammed and the van lurched up the sharp, ramplike incline, bouncing off the curb and onto the street. Doug pulled his Leatherman from its belt pouch. He opened up the largest blade and tugged the hem of her black jacket taut, cutting into the fabric, then collapsing the blade and tearing off a long strip. She flinched at the noise, shaking but not struggling beneath him.

He looked up and they were headed around into Kenmore Square, the red light at the end of Brookline Avenue. The bank was on their right. Doug kept his weight on the manager’s upper back, watching. No cruisers yet in the square, nothing.

Gloansy said, “What about the switch?”

“Later,” Doug said, through his teeth, sliding the Leatherman back onto his belt.

The light turned green and the traffic started forward. Gloansy went easy, bearing east on Commonwealth Avenue.

A cruiser was coming, no lights, rolling west toward them, around the bus station in the center island of the square. The cruiser lit up its rack to slow traffic, making a wide U-turn and cutting across behind them, pulling up curbside at the bank.

They rolled past the bus station toward the Storrow Drive overpasses. Doug wrapped the fabric twice around the manager’s head, tying it tight in a blindfold. He pulled her halfway up, waving his hand in front of her face, then made a fist and drove it at her, stopping just short of her nose. When she didn’t flinch, he let her sit up the rest of the way, then slid to the far end of the bench, as far away from her as he could get, tearing off his jumpsuit as if he were trying to shed his own criminal skin.
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Crime Scene




ADAM FRAWLEY PARKED HIS Bureau car in the slanting shadow of Fenway Park’s Green Monster, jogging across the short bridge over the Massachusetts Turnpike with his folder and notebook trapped under his elbow, pulling on a pair of latex gloves. The fence along the side of the bridge was high and curved at the top to keep Red Sox fans from hurling themselves off it every September. At the tail end of Newbury Street, two windbreakers from the Boston Police crime lab were crouching inside yellow tape, dusting a graffiti-tagged metal door and bagging loose alley trash near a plum Saturn coupe.

Newbury Street was the tony promenade listed in every Boston guidebook, beginning downtown at the Public Garden and riding out in orderly alphabetical blocks, Arlington to Berkeley to Clarendon, all the way to Hereford before skipping impatiently to M, the broad Massachusetts Avenue that formed the unofficial western border of the Back Bay. Newbury Street continued beyond that dividing line, but with its spirit broken, forced to run alongside the ugly turnpike more or less as a back alley for Commonwealth Avenue, its humiliation ending at the suicide bridge.

Frawley rounded the corner to the front of the bank, at the tail end of a block of brick-front apartment buildings topping street-level retail stores and bars. Kenmore Square was a bottleneck fed by three major inbound roads, Brookline, Beacon, and Commonwealth, converging at a bus station where Comm boulevarded into two lanes split by a proper grass mall. Curbside clots of police cruisers, fire engines, and news vans were squeezing traffic down to one lane.

An industrial-sized fan blocked the bank’s open front door, broadcasting pungent bleach out onto the sidewalk. A handwritten sign on the window said the branch was closed for the day and directed customers to area ATMs or the next nearest branch at the corner of Boylston and Mass.

Frawley opened his credentials holder, pressing his FBI ID card and his small gold badge against the window near the FDIC sticker that was his ticket inside. The Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation guaranteed all deposit accounts up to $100,000, making any bank crime committed on U.S. soil a federal offense. A Boston cop holding a handkerchief to his mouth stepped into the ATM vestibule and switched off the big fan in order to let Frawley inside.

“Here he is,” said Dino, greeting him beside the check-writing counter, clipboard in hand. The smell of violation was not so strong there as at the door.

Frawley said, “I was fine until I hit the expressway coming back.”

The Boston Bank Robbery Task Force operated not out of the field office downtown but out of a resident agency in Lakeville, a small bedroom community thirty miles south of the city. Frawley had been pulling into the industrial park there when he got this call.

Dino had a pair of paper bootees for him. Dean Drysler was Boston Police, twenty-seven years, a lieutenant detective on permanent assignment to the task force. He was local product, tall, long-boned, sure. Boston saw more per capita bank jobs and armored-car heists than anywhere else in the country, and Dino was indispensable to Frawley as someone who knew the terrain.

Frawley was thirty-three, compact, laser-sighted, a runner. He had less than two years with the Boston office, eight overall with the FBI following rapid-fire assignments in Miami, Seattle, and New York. He was the youngest bank robbery agent in the country, one of a platoon of five Boston agents assigned to the BRTF, investigating bank crimes throughout Massachusetts, Rhode Island, New Hampshire, and Maine. The working partnership he and Dino had formed was of the teacher-student variety, though the roles of teacher and student flip-flopped day to day, sometimes hour to hour.

Frawley pulled the bootees on over his size-eight-and-a-halfs and organized his rape kit: paperwork folder, notebook, tape recorder. He scanned the various uniforms and acronym-proud windbreakers. “Where is she now?”

“Break room in back. They let her go at Orient Heights, north of the airport. She walked to a corner market, they called it in. We already had a cruiser here on the silent bell.”

“From?”

“Teller cage number two.” They walked through the security door behind the counter, where the vapors were stronger, the industrial carpeting already blanching in spots. Dino pointed his clipboard at a floor button. “Panic bell. The assistant manager is down the street at Beth Israel, he caught a pretty good beating.”

“Beat him, then took her for a ride, let her go?”

Dino’s eyebrows arched satanically. “Unharmed.”

Frawley set his suspicion aside, trying to go in order. “Anything on the vehicle?”

“Van, seems like. I put a BOLO out for car fires.”

“You talk to her?”

“I set her up with a female officer first.”

Frawley looked at the open vault door behind Dino, its round piston locks disengaged. Two techs in jumpsuits and bootees were going over the inside walls with blue lasers. Print dust on the outer door showed a beautiful handprint over the dial, but small, likely the manager’s. “Morning Glory?”

“Morning Glory and a Jack-in-the-Box. Worked a bypass and busted in overnight. Phones here are all dead. BayBanks central security tried a callback on the silent and got no answer, dispatched the patrolman. Security chief’s on his way over with the codes and specs, but I’m figuring two hard lines and a cellular backup. They tricked out the cell and one of the Nynex lines.”

“Only one?”

“Waiting on a Nynex truck to confirm. I’m guessing the vault is hardwired, bank-to-station, same as the teller panics. Our guys let the time lock expire and had the manager open sesame.”

“Under duress.”

“That is my understanding.”

Frawley jotted this down. “Easier than humping in SLICE packs and oxy tanks and burning through the vault walls.”

Dino shrugged his pointy shoulders. “Whether they could have jumped the vault bell or not.”

Frawley considered that. “Neutralizing the vault might have tipped their hand too much.”

“Though with some of these guys—you know it—burglary is pussy.”

Frawley nodded. “It’s not a payday unless they’re robbing someone face-to-face.”

“Bottom line is, they know phone lines and Baby Bell tech.”

Frawley nodded, surveying the fouled bank from the perspective of teller station number two, his cop eyes starting to sting. “These are the same guys, Dino.”

“Throwing us curveballs now. Look at this.”

 

THE TREND IN “COMMUNITY BANKING” was to feature the branch manager’s office up front, prominent behind glass walls, playing up accessibility and putting a friendly, local face on a corporation that charges you fees for the privilege of handing you back your own money. Kenmore Square was a prime location—high foot traffic with the student population, the nightclubs, the nearby ballpark—but the space itself was an odd fit for a bank, deeper than it was wide, owing to the ending curve of the road. The manager’s office was tucked away behind the tellers, along the back hallway near the break room and bathrooms.

A police photographer was inside, his flash throwing shadows off the chunk of ceiling concrete atop the desk. It had crushed a telephone and a computer monitor, cords and keyboard dangling to the floor like entrails. Neatly sheared rebar and steel mesh lay among rubble of plaster, ceiling corkboard, concrete dust, and mottled gray chips.

Frawley looked up at the layers of flooring visible in the square ceiling hole, seeing an eye chart above an examining-room sink. The robbers had broken into the second-floor optometry shop and cut through overnight. This was the hidden cost of doing business in an older city like Boston, and why banks preferred to open branches in freestanding buildings.

A red helmet appeared in the hole, a fireman doing a pretend startle. “Thought you guys were bank robbers!”

Dino nodded upward with a smile. “Off your break already, Spack?”

He said it old-city style, Spack instead of Spark. Dino could turn the hometown accent on and off like charm.

“Just getting my eyes checked. This your whiz kid?”

“Special Agent Frawley, meet Captain Jimmy here.”

Frawley waved at the ceiling with his free hand.

“A perfect square, two by two,” said Captain Jimmy. “Nice work.”

Dino nodded. “If you can get it.”

“Hope you two catch these geniuses before the cancer does.” He pointed down through the hole. “Those gray chips there, that’s asbestos.”

Frawley said, “Any tools up top?”

“Nope. Nothing.”

Frawley eyed the smooth cut, turned to Dino. “Industrial concrete saw.”

“Yeah, and a torch for the rebar. Nothing very fancy. Our boys are blue-collar bandits. Real salt-of-the-earth numskulls.”

Frawley said, “Numskulls who can bypass alarms.”

“Spack’s gonna cut out this hole for us,” said Dino, turning to leave. “Hey, careful up there, Spacky, you don’t pull any muscles, have to take a year’s disability vacation on my account.”

Chuckles from firemen above, and Captain Jimmy saying, “Dean, you know there’s only one muscle I’d pull for you.”

 

OUTSIDE THE BACK DOOR Frawley heard the cars on the nearby turnpike, speeding into and out of the city. The small parking spaces and chained Dumpsters sat lower than the street, a culvert gathering sand, grit, and trash.

A Morning Glory score was typically the most successful and lucrative type of bank robbery. Ambushing employees before the bank opened meant fewer people to control. The branch’s cash stores were still centralized in the vault, not yet disbursed to tellers or spread around in secondary safes or backup drawers, and therefore easy to find and carry with speed. The typical Morning Glory involved a distracted branch opener getting waylaid in the parking lot at gunpoint. Breaking in overnight and lying in wait for the manager to arrive—the Jack-in-the-Box—showed a deeper level of preparation and, among notoriously lazy bank robbers, an aberrant affinity for hard work.

Frawley saw a photographer laying a ruler next to the tire treads in the road sand. He almost told her not to bother. The stolen getaway van would turn up in a few hours, in a vacant lot somewhere, torched.

He envisioned them loading the van, hustling but not panicked, the silent alarm ringing only in their heads. Why take the time to beat the assistant manager? The vault was empty, and they were already on their way out. Taking the manager was schizo. It was a piece that didn’t fit, and as such, something for Frawley to key on.

 

THE SHAPE OF THE bloodstain soaked into the carpet behind the tellers’ cages resembled the continent of Africa. A lab technician was sampling it and depositing fibers into a brown, coin-sized envelope.

“He was cuffed to the chair.” Dino held up an evidence bag containing a snipped plastic bundling tie, the kind with locking teeth. “Cracked his jaw, maybe his cheekbone, the bones around the eye.”

Frawley nodded, the odor at its most pungent there. Bleach effectively fragged DNA. Criminalists at the FBI lab used it to blitz their work surfaces clean, to avoid any evidentiary cross-contamination. Pouring bleach was something he had heard of rapists doing, fouling genetic matter left on the victim, but never bank robbers. “Bleach, huh?”

“A little extreme. But camping out here overnight, you can never be too careful.”

“They sure don’t want to get caught. These guys must be facing a long fall.” Frawley slid his beeper to his hip and crouched behind the third teller’s cage, noticing blond crumbs on the paling carpet, partially melted by the bleach. “They sat here and had a picnic.”

Dino crouched with him, his mechanical pencil tucked behind a hairy ear. “Gets hungry on a job, Frawl. I told you, these are blue-collar bandits. Boiled eggs and thermos coffee. The Brown Bag Bandits.”

Dino stood again while Frawley remained on his haunches, imagining the bandits hanging out there as the sun came up, the bank theirs. He rose and looked through the teller’s cage to the windows along the front of the building, the square outside. He had a vague memory of passing through it the day before—a sense of entering the home stretch, his legs burning, the crowd cheering him on. “Marathon runs right by here?”

“Holy shit, Frawl, I forgot. Look at you. Twenty-six point two miles and you’re up and around like nothing happened.”

Frawley returned his beeper to the front of his belt. “Broke three and a half hours,” he said. “I’m happy with that.”

“Well, congratulations, you loose screw. That is one lonely sport you got there. What is it you think about the whole time?”

“Finishing,” Frawley said, now looking at the lockbox open on the back counter. “So the eye doctor was closed all day.”

“Top-floor gym was too, but some employees got together to watch the race—picture windows, good view up there. They were out by six. Traffic control ends around eight at night outside, even with runners still stumbling in. Our guys didn’t need more than a few hours to load in, punch their hole, and drop down.”

“Young guys. Lowering themselves through a two-by-two hole in the ceiling.”

“Not the old masters, no. The older generation—lockpicks, plumbers—they’d need a bed to land on.”

“How’d they access the building?”

“Another rear door. Separate entrance for the shops upstairs.”

“Exterior security cameras?”

“Not for the bank. But we’ll check. Though if it’s our guys—”

“Yeah, they’ll already have been busted.” Frawley put his hands on his hips, his thighs and calves still stinging. “So what’s your call?”

“Early call?” Dino sucked in a breath and joined Frawley in looking around. “It’s a good pick here. The holiday, the hundredth running of the marathon. Nice weather, a square full of hungry race fans. The bookstore, clothing stores across the street—though they’re mostly credit-card transactions. But the convenience store, the McDonald’s, that Espresso Royale coffee thing. Plus the Sox are in town, that ups the neighborhood restaurant and bar cash big time, over three days. Plus—Jesus—the nightclubs on Landsdowne Street. Their combined Saturday-Sunday takes?” Dino worked his tongue around the inside of his cheek. “I’m gonna go large here. With the vault, the night deposits, the ATM? Put me down for three and a quarter. Plus or minus ten percent, yeah, I’d say a good three and a quarter.”

“I’m going three-five,” said Frawley, turning toward the open vault. “Fuck, I want these guys.”

 

FRAWLEY NEEDED THE VAULT. The vault was his vic. Not the corporation that owned the bank, not the federal government that insured it and employed him. The vault: emptied and plaintive and violated. He needed the vault in the same way that homicide detectives generate sympathy for the corpse to fuel their hunt.

The safe-deposit room had not been touched. Drilling each individual box demanded a blind man’s patience and a lottery player’s devotion, a hundred-to-one gamble on finding anything of value that wasn’t insured and traceable.

He moved through the open interior door into a well-maintained cash hold. Frawley sometimes found tellers’ jackets and umbrellas hanging inside vaults. He had seen vaults used as break rooms.

Fingerprint dust coated the cabinets and doors. Only traveler’s checks, scores of torn, color-coded paper straps, and the manager’s tally sheets remained inside the forced cabinet. Frawley tried to shut the bent door with his elbow, the hinges whining as it crept open again.

Six rigid bundles of cash had been set aside, left behind in a small, neat pile over the cash drawers. Frawley cracked open one of the short stacks of retired bills, finding a dye pack nestled in the hollow. He recognized the SecurityPac brand. Dye packs worked when removed from the bank’s premises, triggered by electronic transmitters hidden near the doors. The device was timed to delay detonation for twenty or more seconds, the pack burning at 400° Fahrenheit, too hot for the thief to grab and throw. It released an aerosol cloud of indelible red dye powder that turned note-passers into human smoke bombs, voiding currency and staining human skin for days. Less well-known was that many dye packs also emitted a small burst of incapacitating tear gas.

He examined the drawers without touching them, empty but for the bait bills clipped together in the bottom of each slot. Bait bills were $10 or $20 notes whose denominations, series years, and serial numbers were recorded and kept on file by the bank, per federal deposit insurance regulations. This established a paper trail linking a suspect and the cash in his pocket to the crime scene.

Many bait bills also contained a tracer in the form of a thin magnetic strip that, once removed from the drawer, triggered a silent alarm signal to police dispatch. Known as B-packs, these particular bait bills acted like tracking bugs, the same way a LoJack device works in a stolen automobile. Many counter-jumpers, arrested at their home hours after what seemed to be a successful $1,200 job, never learned until their court date how it was that the FBI fingered them.

With no carpet to absorb it, the bleach odor was dizzyingly potent, but Frawley remained inside as long as he could. He wished that the vault could beg him for justice. That it was someone whose hand he could take in a gesture of reassurance, offering a covenant, cop to vic. Then he wouldn’t have to bring so much to these empty repositories himself.

[image: space]

THE TECHNICIAN SWABBED THE insides of the branch manager’s cheeks, collecting elimination DNA along with her fingerprints while Frawley made a copy of the manager’s contact sheet on the bank’s Xerox machine.

Claire G. Keesey. DOB 4/16/66. Frawley looked again and realized that today was her thirtieth birthday.

Dino wanted a look upstairs, leaving Frawley to do the interview solo. She was wiping ink from her fingers as Frawley introduced himself, making their perfunctory handshake awkward. He had snagged her a Poland Spring, which she thanked him for, uncapping it and sipping a little before setting the bottle down on the table beside them, next to an empty Diet Coke.

Frawley sat in the corner with her facing him, so that the police passing outside the door would not distract her. The bleach odor was only mild here. She shifted in her seat, making herself ready for the interview, smiling a little, uncertain. She rubbed her stained hands together in her lap as though chilled. Her arms were long and bare.

“No jacket today?” said Frawley.

“Someone took it,” she said, looking back at the door. “For evidence. They…they cut my blindfold out of it.”

“Would you like…?” He opened his own jacket, and she nodded. He stood and draped it over her shoulders, though as he sat back down, she slipped her arms into the sleeves. The cuffs hung just an inch too long. If he had known a woman would be wearing his jacket that day, he would have chosen a newer one. “And you’re sure you’re okay, you don’t want to go get checked out?”

“Just stiff,” she said.

“No bumps, bruises?”

“No,” she said, realizing only then how odd that was.

Frawley showed her his microcassette recorder, then turned it on and set it on the table. “Ms. Keesey, I want to start with your abduction, then take you back through the robbery itself.”

The word abduction brought a blink and a deep swallow. This trauma had many layers and she was in only two or three deep.

“It’s unusual to see a bank employee kidnapped during an otherwise successful robbery. But it means you spent a fair amount of time in the company of the bandits and perhaps possess some information that can benefit our investigation. I am the local bank robbery coordinator for the FBI, and this is all I do, work bank crimes, so nothing you can tell me is too trivial. Let me also say that if I don’t ask a question you want asked, go right ahead and answer it anyway.”

“Then, if I could…no one’s been able to tell me about Davis.”

“The assistant manager?” said Frawley. “He’s being checked out at the hospital, but he’s going to be okay. He’s hurt, but he’s going to make it. That’s what you wanted to know?”

She nodded and rubbed her cheek with her hand, the dried stain leaving no exchange.

“You saw them beat him?” said Frawley.

She looked down and nodded.

“It was brutal,” he said.

“I didn’t…I looked away.”

“Now I’m assuming these bandits threatened you upon your release. Told you not to cooperate in any way with the police, the FBI, correct?”

“Yes.”

“Okay. And could you detail the exact nature of that threat for me?”

“It was after they stopped. One of the ones in front—he was the same one with me at the vault—he had my handbag.”

“Okay, hold on. Now, you were blindfolded for the entire ride, no?”

“Oh—yes, he shook it. My big Coach bag—I know the sound of my things. He unsnapped my purse, told me he was pulling out my driver’s license. He read it to me. Said he was keeping it.”

“In his words, if you can remember them?”

She crooked her head, looking down, repeating them quietly. “ ‘If you tell the FBI anything about us, we will come back for you and fuck you and kill you.’ ”

“Okay,” said Frawley, pretending to write that down, coming back up with a neutral smile. “Of course, intimidation is a bank bandit’s stock-in-trade. What I can tell you is, they have their money, they think they have gotten away, and I can assure you they want no more involvement in this investigation. No way they would risk exposing themselves now.”

“I…all right.”

He had her take him slowly from the bank into the getaway vehicle. “You’re sure it was a van?”

“Yes. That van-sound of the doors. The bouncing as it drove.”

“Do you remember seeing a van outside when you arrived at work this morning?”

She winced, shaking her head. “I don’t know. A white one, maybe?”

She took him through the drive. “You couldn’t see anything out of the blindfold? Not even at the very bottom?”

“Sometimes a narrow strip of light. My lap against the seat. The seat was white, or cream.”

“Any sensation of light passing? Windows in the back where you were?”

“I…no. I can’t say. I don’t remember.”

“It was a passenger van.”

“I guess. Yes.”

“You’re not certain.”

“I don’t know what a ‘passenger van’ is. If that’s a minivan, then, yes, I’m certain. We went skiing up in Maine last winter—myself, some friends—and I rented the van. It was a Villager, I remember, because that’s a strange name for a car, and we called ourselves the Villager People. I don’t know if this was that, but it was like that.”

“Okay, good. Like that how?”

“Two separate seats up front. The middle bench I was in. Another bench behind.” She winced again. “I’m bringing too much to it, maybe. At least, this is how I see it in my mind.”

“That’s fine.” He wanted to encourage her without flattering her, keeping her account honest. “Where were you sitting?”

“The middle bench. Yes, the middle.”

“How many sat there with you?”

“Just one.”

“To your…?”

“My right.”

“On the door side. You were against the wall. And you don’t think there were any windows there. How many in front?”

“Two men in front.”

“Anyone behind?”

“Yes.”

“Two men in front, one next to you, and one behind.”

“I think…yes.”

“And they didn’t have their masks on in the van.”

“But I don’t know how I know that for sure. Maybe I don’t know that.”

Frawley chided himself for focusing on the van. The van was going to turn up torched. “How did they communicate? Did they speak much?”

“Very little. ‘Right.’ ‘Left.’ ‘No.’ ‘Yes.’ Like that.” She looked up at him. “That’s how I know they didn’t have their masks on.”

“By their voices.”

“They were so beastly in the bank, with them on. So distorted and…not even human. Like monsters. Can I…should I talk about the masks?”

“Go ahead.”

“They were all the same. Like Jason, like Friday the 13th.”

“You mean hockey masks.”

“Yes, but—with these scars drawn all over them. Black stitches.”

“Stitches?” said Frawley.

“Like hash marks. Sutures.” There was fear in her distant gaze. “Why do that? Why scars?”

Frawley shook his head. It was a strange detail and his investigation welcomed strange details. “So they didn’t speak much in the van.”

She was reluctant to return there. “No.”

“Did they seem to know where they were going?”

“Maybe, yes.”

“Did they tell you where you were going?”

“No.”

“Did they tell you you were going to be released?”

“No.”

“Did you think you were going to be released?”

“I…” She stared into the middle distance, almost in a trance. “No.”

“Did the van make stops?”

“It did.”

“What for?”

“Traffic, I guess.”

“Okay. No doors opened, no one in or out?”

“No.”

“And you never tried to escape?”

A blink. “No.”

“Were you ever on a highway?”

“Yes. For a while.”

“Were you wearing a seat belt?”

She touched her lap, aiding her memory. “Yes.” Then, green eyes focusing on him: “I didn’t try to escape because they had guns.”

“Okay.” Wanting not to break the spell. “You asked them no questions?”

She shook her head.

“And they never addressed you?”

“No.”

“Nothing was said. Basically they left you alone in the backseat.”

“The middle seat.”

“Right.”

“Yes. Except…”

“Go ahead.”

She was far away again. “The one who was sitting next to me. Not next to me…but in the same seat, the same bench, the two of us. The one who blindfolded me. I could tell somehow…he was looking at me.”

“Looking at you.”

“Not like that. I mean…I don’t know. Maybe it was just a feeling.”

“Not like what?”

“Not like, you know, looking. Just, I don’t know. Just there.”

“You had his full attention. And then what?”

Her eyes swelled in the recalling. “They just drove and drove. Seemed like hours. I guess I have a sort of…it seemed like it went on forever, but now it’s like there were whole blocks of time…I’m just blank. I know that at some point I realized we were off the highway, making lots of turns. I was praying they would stop, praying it would be over—and then all of a sudden they did stop, and all I wanted to do was keep on driving. The engine was still running but I could tell the ride was over. That’s when they shook my Coach bag.” She found Frawley’s face. “My credit cards, my car keys…?”

“If they turn up, you’ll get them back. The one in the seat next to you, he made the threat?”

“No. No, the voice came from in front of me, the angry one. The one who took me to the vault.” She pulled at her stained fingers. “I had trouble with the combination.”

“Was he the driver?”

“I don’t…no, I don’t think he was. He wasn’t—because I was on the left, and his voice came from the right front.”

“Would you say he was in charge?”

“I don’t know. I know he did the talking then.”

“What about the one next to you?”

She lifted the lap of her skirt to cross her legs, and Frawley noticed that her shoes were gone, just dirty stockinged feet. “I think there might have been tension.”

“Between them? How so?”

“The angry one, he was the one who wanted to take me.”

“From the bank. And the others?”

“One of them questioned him—I’m not sure, it happened so fast. I think it was the one who sat next to me.”

“So the angry one, as you call him, he takes your license.”

“And then the side door opened. The one next to me helped me out.”

“Door slid open or opened out?”

“I…I don’t remember.”

“And the one next to you—you say he ‘helped you out’?”

“Just that—I was afraid of falling. I was afraid of everything. But he didn’t let me fall.”

“So he didn’t pull you from the van?”

“No. He grabbed my arm and I went. It didn’t feel like I had a choice.”

“Did he lift you down, walk you down?”

“I wasn’t—I mean, of course I was scared, I was very scared, terrified.” She uncrossed her legs, sitting still. “But it wasn’t, like…I didn’t think he was…maybe I was naive. If it was the angry one taking me, I would never have left the van on my own. I wouldn’t have been able to walk.”

“Okay, slow down. Did you get a sense of his size?”

“Yes. He was big.”

“Big as in strong?”

“As in strong, tall.”

“Would you say he was friendly?”

She picked up on Frawley’s implication. “No. Impersonal. Just, not angry.”

“Okay. So you’re out of the van.”

“I’m out of the van, and we’re walking fast. He’s got me by the arm. The ocean stunk, really foul, and the wind was hard. I thought I was at the airport—I heard planes—but it wasn’t a runway because the ground was sand around my feet. It was a beach. And basically he told me to walk to the water until I felt it on my toes, and not to take off the blindfold until then. It was so windy, and the sand was blowing up, airplanes screaming overhead—I could barely hear him. But then suddenly my arm was free and I was on my own. I know I stood there for like a minute, idiotically, until I realized I had to be walking. I took very short steps—not even steps really, dragging my feet through the cold sand, arms out in front of me, because I had this image of myself stepping off a cliff. It took, literally, forever. The longest walk of my life. Another plane roared overhead, a rising roaring, a terrible noise, like pulling all the air up with it—and then the sand was different and I felt water washing around my heels. I pushed off the blindfold and I was alone. And I had only walked maybe, thirty feet.” The toes of one foot rubbed the heel of the other as she looked at her ruined stockings. “Why did they take away my shoes in the first place?”

“To keep you from kicking or running, don’t you think?”

She reached for the water and swallowed some down, her hand shaking more now. “My first day of kindergarten, I pitched a fit when my mother tried to leave, and Mrs. Webly took away my new patent leather shoes as punishment. And just like that, I stopped crying.” She rubbed at her stained fingers.

Frawley let her burn off more residual adrenaline, then focused her on the robbery itself. She took him through it with mixed results, returning again and again to the garish black stitches on their masks. Tears pushed to her eyes but did not spill as she recounted Davis Bearns’s beating at the hands of the “angry” bandit. “He had fallen…he was just sagging off the chair…and that one just kept hitting him…”

“Did you see Mr. Bearns activate the alarm?”

She reached for her Poland Spring again but held the bottle without opening it, watching water slosh around inside. Car-wreck eyes. Something was up, but he couldn’t tell if it was her account or just trauma bleeding through.

“No,” she answered softly.

The foot traffic outside the break-room door had quieted. “Ms. Keesey, are you sure you don’t want to go somewhere and get checked out?”

“I’m sure. I’m fine.”

“It was a long ride. And you said yourself, you can’t really account for the entire trip.”

“I just…spaced. I shut down, that’s all.”

“It’s available to you now. It couldn’t hurt.”

Her eyes came up on him, cooler, assertive. “Nothing happened.”

Frawley nodded. “Okay.”

“But that’s what everyone’s going to think, isn’t it?”

He tried to distract her. “Is someone coming here to—”

“He rubbed his gun against my butt.” She blinked a few times, fighting back tears and exhaustion. “The angry one. While we were standing at the vault. He said some things, told me what he wanted to do to me. That is all.”

Frawley started off shaking his head, shrugging, searching for something to say, then ended up just nodding. “Do you want to tell me what he said?”

Her smile was fierce and cutting. “Not particularly.”

“Okay,” said Frawley. “Okay.”

“Now you’re looking at me like I’m some stupid…”

“No, no, no.”

“Like I’d jump in a van with anybody.”

“No. Look—”

He reached over for his tape recorder. In fact he had nothing to say to her. He only hoped the act of pressing STOP would provide a distraction.

She sat there breathing deeply, thinking deeply. “When I was walking to the ocean…I thought of nothing. Nothing, no one. But in the van, driving, blindfolded like that—I saw my life. I saw myself as I was, as I am, my life up until this day. Today—it’s my birthday.”

“I see,” said Frawley.

“Sounds crazy. Just another day, I know. I don’t know why it matters.” She crossed her arms, her stockinged foot bobbing. “It doesn’t matter.”

A quick thank-you and a handshake could have ended it there if she weren’t still wearing his coat.

“Look,” Frawley said. “I’ve seen people—bank customers standing in line to cash their check when a two-time loser comes through the door and announces a robbery—who come away never looking at life the same. People think of bank robbing as a victimless crime, an insured crime, but when a teller gets a gun pointed in her face—that can change a person’s life forever. I’m only telling you this so you can prepare yourself.”

“I haven’t even cried yet—”

“The adrenaline’s fading, you’re probably going to feel a little depressed for a while. Sort of like mourning—just let it happen. It’s normal. Some people bottom out all at once, others just gradually get better until one day they don’t wake up thinking about it. For a little while, you’ll see these guys behind every closed door. But you will get better.”

She was staring at him, rapt, as though he were turning over tarot cards. He knew he had to watch himself here. A pretty girl, hurt, vulnerable. Taking advantage of that would have been like pocketing the bait bills from the vault. She was his vault now, his vic.

“And stay off the Diet Coke,” he added. “No caffeine or alcohol, that’s key. Stick with water. In the breast pocket of my jacket, you’ll find my card.”

She fished one out as he stood. “What about my car?”

“You should be able to pick it up whenever. It’ll take a hand-washing to get all the fingerprint dust off. If you don’t have spare keys, you should be able to get them from your dealer.”

She curled her toes. “And my shoes?”

“Those, we’ll have to hold on to for a while. Crime lab people, that’s how they are. If they could wrap you up in a paper bag and put you on a shelf for a few weeks, they would.”

“Might not be such a bad idea.” She slipped out of his jacket as she stood, smoothing the sleeves before returning it to him. “Thank you.” She read his card. “Agent Frawley.”

“No problem.” He dropped it over his arm, its tempting warmth. “And don’t worry about those threats. Just focus on yourself.”

She nodded, looking at the door, not yet moving. “Actually, my license—it had my old address anyway.”

No point in telling her that the bandits had likely been following her for weeks before that morning. Frawley felt up his jacket for a pen. “Let me get your current.”

 

FRAWLEY WATCHED HER HUG a pink-faced, white-haired man in a pin-striped suit inside the door fan.

“Seemed like a good wit,” said Dino. “You want to handle the summary narrative?”

Frawley shook his head, still watching her. “Gotta do my 430 case-initiation form for D.C.”

“Uh-oh,” said Dino, coming up closer to Frawley. “That look in his eyes.”

Frawley shook his head, watching daughter and father walk past the front windows and away. “I was ready to write her off completely, except…”

“C’mon. I can take it.”

“Except that she moved about a year ago. The address we had is out-of-date.”

“So she has a new address. And?”

Frawley turned back, watching the wise smile dawn on Dino’s seen-it-all face.

“Nah,” Dino said, playing at disbelief. “Can’t be.”

Frawley nodded. “Charlestown.”









3

The Split




DOUG CARRIED A HAM and cheese sub from the Foodmaster out across Austin Street and up Old Rutherford Avenue to the O’Neil Memorial Ice Skating Rink.

“Hey, hon,” said the oaken woman smoking behind the rentals counter, and Doug waved hello with a genial smile that belied his down mood. Nailed to the wall behind her was a yellowed newspaper photo of Doug in his Charlestown High hockey uniform, which he took care to ignore.

The rink inside was only half-lit, Boston Bruins and Charlestown Youth Hockey rafter flags hanging high over the day-care kids leaning on milk crates and chop-stepping their way around the overweight instructor in a slow parade. Two teachers stood outside the boards, sloppy, elephant-legged neighborhood girls in long shirts and stretch pants who checked out Doug as he passed them for the skate-scored bleachers.

Jem and Gloansy were halfway up the risers where the bleachers ended at center ice, splitting a sausage-and-burger pizza and drinking out of paper-bagged bottles of beer the shape of artillery shells.

“What are you two pedophiles up to?” said Doug, rapping their fists and sitting one row above them.

Freddy “Gloansy” Magloan of the Mead Street Magloans wore the same splotchy freckles that were the birthright of his seven brothers and sisters. His face was jaw-heavy, jocular and dumb, his ears so mottled they were tan. His pale hands were tarnished with the same sun rust.

Jimmy “Jem” Coughlin of the Pearl Street Coughlins was all shoulders and arms, his head a small squash under swept-back hair that was thick and old-penny brown. The pronounced ridge beneath his nose didn’t help, and then there were those blue-white snowflake eyes. The Jem machine operated at two speeds: Mirth or Menace. The gang of knuckles around his emerald-studded gold Claddagh ring were still purple and swollen from his tune-up of the assistant manager.

“Here’s the criminal mastermind now,” said Jem. “Where’s the Monsignor?”

“Coming,” said Doug, setting his bag down over some ancient racist knife-scratchings.

“Cheryl, man,” said Gloansy, crooking his head at the teacher with the dark, frizzy hair squeezed off in a leopard-print scrunchy. “Ever I see her, I think of third-grade class picture—Duggy, right? Front row and center. Little House on the Prairie dress with ruffles, pink plastic shoes. Hands folded, legs crossed tight at the ankles.”

“Last time that happened,” chewed Jem.

Doug remembered one day in fourth grade, coming out of school to find Cheryl waiting. To kiss him, she said, which she did—before shoving him backward off a curb and running home laughing, leaving him scratching his head about girls for the next few years. Home for her, then as now, was the town-within-a-town of the Bunker Hill Projects, a brick maze of boxy welfare apartments whose architects had taken the word bunker to heart. A couple of years ago her younger brother, known around Town as Dingo, got dusted and leaped off the Mystic River Bridge, catching a good shore breeze and only missing his mother’s gravel roof by two buildings. One of the black kids tripping over the ice out there now was Cheryl’s.

“Think about her mouth and where it’s been,” said Jem.

“Don’t,” said Gloansy, his own mouth full.

“That girl could give a plastic soup spoon gonorrhea.”

Gloansy said, garbled, “Let me swallow first, for fuck’s sake.”

“You know she had to take a Breathalyzer once, came back blue-line pregnant?” Jem took a mouthful of beer and gargled it. “Think of Gloansy’s shower drain trap, all gooey and hairy—that’s Cheryl’s tonsils.”

“For Christ!” protested Gloansy, choking down his food.

Desmond Elden entered the rink, muscled though not to the extent of Jem or Doug, but with an added bookishness, thanks to his thick-rimmed Buddy Holly eyeglasses. He wore lineman’s boots, fading jeans, and a denim work shirt with the Nynex logo over the pocket, his fair hair matted down from wearing a phone company helmet all morning.

Dez gave Cheryl and her posse the courtesy of a Howzitgoin’ before mounting the bleachers, his insulated lunch sack in hand.

Jem said, “I should dock you just for being polite.”

Dez sat down one riser below them. “What, you didn’t even say hello?”

“Fuckin’ softie,” said Jem. “Anything with chicks.”

Doug said, “Where’d you put the truck?”

“Foodmaster parking lot. Cruiser there, so I walked the long way around, just in case.” Dez unzipped the nylon bag between his knees and pulled out a thick sandwich wrapped in wax paper, smiling. “Ma made meat loaf last night,” he said, then bit in big. “Gotta snap to. I’m due in Belmont in like forty minutes, install a ISDN line.”

Jem took a long pull on his beer and pointed at Dez. “That’s why I hadda swear off work. Too many commitments.”

Gloansy toasted that. “Amen, brother.”

Doug cracked open his Mountain Dew. “So let’s do this.”

Jem ripped a burp and none of the kids on the ice even turned their heads. Doug liked the rink for its awful acoustics. He was worried more and more about surveillance around Town, but no bug could outwit those rumbling refrigerators.

“Not much to say,” said Jem. “Looks like we’re out clean. Newspapers got everything wrong, as usual. Nothing went sour until the end, when everything did.”

Gloansy said, “Duggy, man, you said banks train their people not to hit any alarms until after.”

“They do. It’s a safety issue. Plus banks carry kidnap and extortion insurance, and shit like that voids it.”

Jem shrugged. “So the homo pissed himself. Thing is, it shouldn’t of happened. Could of been real fucking bad. Time to settle up now, and these things get counted. Gloansy, my friend, it’s time to pay the piper. You’re docked.”

Gloansy’s face fell, his open mouth full, looking at Jem. “What the fuck?”

“It was your watch. You knew Monsignor Dez had to leave the vault and teller bells hardwired.”

“I’m getting fucking docked? Me?”

“All you had to do. Keep the citizens down on the floor and away from the bells.”

“Fuck you.” Gloansy was teary, he was so shocked. “Fuck you, all I had to do? Who boosted the work van? You think you fuckin’…think you walked to and from this job? And who torched the rides after the delayed switch?”

“Who was watching that kid at the ATM instead of the bankers at his feet?”

“Fuckin’…so who delayed the switch? You’re the one that brought the manager along. Why’n’t you dock yourself?”

“Plan to. Same as you. A hundred-dollar whack to the each of us.”

“A hundred—” Gloansy’s face relaxed, pulling back into a fuck-you frown. He punched Jem’s left triceps hard, saying, “Fuckin’ ass munch.”

Jem smiled tongue-out and slapped Gloansy’s cheek. “Fuckin’ this close to bawling, Shirley Temple.”

“Fuck you,” said Gloansy, shaking it off, all better now, taco-ing another sloppy slice into his freckled mouth.

Doug took a bite out of his sandwich, so fucking tired of the whole fucking thing.

“So, the magic number,” said Jem, tearing open packets of salt over the closed pizza box. “This is per, now, and net expenses.” With his finger he traced out a five-digit sum: 76750.

Gloansy worked on the upside-down figure until his eyes grew big.

Dez nodded, a smile flickering before he checked on Doug.

Doug finished chewing, then leaned down and blew the salt figure away.

Jem went on, “That’s minus a chunk I dropped into the kitty for the next one, replace the tools I dumped. And some short bundles of new consecutives, I incinerated, not worth worrying over. And then ten percent off the top for the Florist. Overall, a fucking dynamite haul. Oh—yeah.” He reached into his back pocket. “From the ATM. Stamps for all.”

Doug said, “What’s this with the Florist?”

Jem passed out the stamp sheets. “His tribute.”

“And why you involving him?”

“It’s not like he doesn’t already know about it. It’s the right thing to do.”

“How’d he know?” Doug let his sandwich drop back onto the wrapper on the bench. “I didn’t tell him. I didn’t tell anybody. Unless someone here told someone, he didn’t know.”

“Duggy. People know. People in the Town.”

“Tell me how they know.”

“They just know.”

“What do they know? What? Yeah, maybe they think they know something. But thinking you know something, and actually knowing something—that’s two different things. The cops and the G, maybe they think they know something. But not knowing it is exactly what keeps us on the street, keeps us in the game.”

“Fergie knows a lot of secrets, Duggy.”

“And now he’s got one more on us. I don’t see the point of putting it out there.”

“We don’t duke him, there could be trouble down the road.”

“How?” Doug felt himself getting carried away and not caring. “Trouble how? What trouble, explain that to me. This ‘Code of Silence’ trial now, everybody in town is an opera star. Clutching their hankies and belting it out for the cops and the papers. The fat lady, she’s singing. Just tell me you didn’t visit him in his shop.”

“I saw him out on the pier. He’s my mother’s cousin, Duggy.”

“We’re not Italian, Jem. Third or fourth cousin means maybe a nice Christmas card, not ‘Here’s my kidney, you should need one.’ The G is all over his shop, that is guaran-fucking-teed.”

“It’s so. But you think he don’t know that?”

Dez piped up, “That thirty-five grand or so you gave him—he gonna wash that clean before sending it out to the IRA?”

Jem scoffed and said, “All that’s rumor. That’s just for street cred.”

Doug said, “Dez thinks he knows that Fergie fronts for the IRA. He doesn’t know it—not like he knows that Fergie puts dust out on the street, not to mention has a taste for it himself. This is a sixty-year-old man on angel dust you’re meeting out there on the pier, Jem kid. Chatting with, handing bank money to.”

“Look, Fergie’s always putting things into motion. You’re working on our next, sure, but he said, and in not so many words, that he’s got some big things that would suit us nice. That we could buy from him.”

Doug thought he was going to levitate out of his seat. “Why the fuck would we want to work for someone else? One good reason.”

“These are marquee scores.”

“Marquee scores!” Doug waved at the vanished salt. “You got kids in braces or something, that’s not enough? We got more than we can conveniently wash as it is. Marquee scores mean marquee busts, Jem boy. Fergie’s got room on his roster exactly because Boozo’s crew got lazy up in New Hampshire and Boozo’s tweak-freak son, Jackie the Jackal, shot up that armored guard. And the heat from that is still out all over the Town. Jackie’s what, he’s our age? Younger? And he’s gonna die in prison. He’d fucking die there anyway, for being stupid and running his mouth, but eighty years is not something he’s gonna survive. And that’s without a murder charge ever being brought—that’s the racketeering thing, interstate, plus the firearms mandatories. This isn’t kid stuff anymore. We all of us, except the Monsignor, got strikes against us. We take a fall now, with twenty-year gun mandies, we’re never gonna land. Got it? I gotta spell this out in salt for you?”

Gloansy said, “I ain’t taking no more falls.”

Doug said, “And I ain’t taking any falls before you. The only thing the law likes less than pro outlaws are reckless outlaws. The G—they don’t like it when you rob banks, that’s fine, fair. Honest heat is honest heat. Toss in kidnapping and assault, their fucking palms start getting sweaty. They take that personal. Suddenly they got jobs on the line—reassignment, whatever. They need results. And we can’t win going up against them nose-to-nose. This crazy Cagney shit you pull, it draws them out. Things go wrong on every job. Trick is, keep moving, don’t fix one fucking mistake with another.”

In the silence that followed, Doug realized he had gone on what was for him a tirade. He was the only one who could talk to Jem like this, and even he was pushing it. Gloansy, or especially Dez, they would have been on the floor with Jem’s knee in their throat.

Jem was making a show of fishing food out of his teeth with his tongue. Doug had been sitting on this stuff too long. He didn’t even know specifically why he was so pissy himself. It was the jokes, it was the beer on their breath and the hour of the day. It was all of their youth going round and round in circles on the ice down there.

“Fuck it,” Doug said with a wave. “You want to duke the Florist, fine, duke the Florist. Keep him happy? Fine. But I won’t work for him. We are pros here, not cowboys in a Wild West show. We’re different. That’s what keeps us ahead in this cat-and-rat game. Free agents, we gotta stay smart, full-time, else we’ll get beat. I will walk away before I became some gangster’s personal fucking ATM machine. If I even thought that was coming, I’d walk away right now.”

Jem put on a grin. “Bullshit. You could never walk away.”

Doug said, “Have to, someday.”

“You’d make a real good old woman, you didn’t have such a fucking nose for crime. Only you could be raggy about this score.”

Doug chewed and watched the kids make their way off the ice, skate-walking to the doors.

“Duggy’s share is back at my place,” said Jem, proceeding as if nothing had happened. To Gloansy and Dez, he handed over orange-headed locker keys. “Your pieces are out front. Remember, it’s all dirty linen and’s got to be washed. Now, last thing—bank manager.”

Looking at Doug. Doug shrugged and said, “Yeah?”

“You grabbed her license from me. What’s the scoop?”

“Nothing.”

“Thought you said she lives in the Town.”

“Hasn’t been back home yet. I think we can forget about her. So long as you ditched the masks, she’s got nothing.”

“Course I ditched the masks.”

“Well, you seemed pretty fond of your artwork, I want to be sure.”

“Masks, tools, everything ditched.”

Doug shrugged. “Then whatever.”

Gloansy said, “I saw her on the news, being walked away, her father. She’s too shaken up to tell them shit anyway.”

“Yeah,” said Doug, swiping his nose like the manufactured cold was getting to him.

“Done, then,” said Jem. “We’re clear. With that, this investment club meeting is officially adjourned.”

Dez packed up his trash. “Gotta rock.”

“I’m behind you,” said Doug, bagging his.

“Whoa, where you running off to?” said Jem. “What clock you on?”

“I got some stuff,” said Doug.

“Blow it off. Free ice now. Me and Gloansy gonna skate.”

“Can’t,” said Doug, rising, Dez already smacking fists and starting out.

Jem frowned and said to Gloansy, “Guy lives in my house, I never see him.”

Doug said, “I gotta breeze. You know how I get, between things.”

“So stay. Have a few tall boys with us, relax. Gloansy brought his goalie pads, he’s gonna let us take shots at him.”

“Fuck you,” sang Gloansy, lifting out the last skinny slice.

“I’m walking,” said Doug, starting down the scarred planks. “Besides, you’re wrong. I do got a job. Keeping you homos in line.”

“Ho, shit,” said Jem, their little tiff passing like a storm cloud. “That’s some full-time work right there.”

 

DOUG CAME OUT THROUGH the doors as Dez was pulling his cut from the rink lobby lockers, the size of two thick phone books wrapped in butcher paper. Jem had left a Filene’s shopping bag folded in there and Dez dumped the package inside, rolling the bag into a bundle and tucking it up under his arm, football-style. They walked together through the doors out into the hard, white daylight.

Dez said, “Ma’s been after me to get you over for dinner again.”

“Yeah, we’ll do that soon.” The high sun summoned up in him a tremendous, satisfying sneeze.

“God bless,” said Monsignor Dez.

Doug squinted. “You going up to drop half that in the collection box right now?”

“No time. Later.”

“St. Frank’s gonna put a hot tub in the confessional before you’re done.”

Dez looked at Doug without a smile. “The split’s light,” he said. “Isn’t it.”

Doug rubbed his eyes. “Ah, fuck it.”

“Why? Why let him be in charge? You know you run things. And that whole dock thing, that was a charade.”

Doug shrugged, truly uninterested. “Hey, what’s a IDSN line?”

“ISDN,” Dez corrected. “Data streaming, high-speed Internet. Like if I was a plumber bringing you your water, this’d be a much wider pipe. Fiber optics. Makes World Wide Web surfing like changing channels.”

“Yeah? That the future?”

“Today it is. Tomorrow, who knows? Someday there’ll be no wires, I know that. Someday there’ll be no linemen.”

“Maybe you oughta think about getting something going on the side.”

Dez smiled in the direction of the highway. “I gotta roll.” They rapped fists, Dez taking off down the incline with the bundle of cash under his arm.

Doug turned and went the other way, up Old Rutherford, habitually scanning the parked cars for snoops as he went. He turned right on Devens and followed it around to Packard, a one-way street, one of the few in the tightly packed Town with a back alley. The narrow alley showed bow windows and Juliet balconies over brick walls separating tiny parking spaces. Empty trash cans stood at every cobblestoned parking court except Claire Keesey’s, the plum Saturn still gone. A poker hand of takeout menus was fanned inside her back screen door.

Keep moving, he told himself, jamming his fists inside the pockets of his warm-up jacket, pretending he was satisfied. All he had done was save her from a beating. He lowered his head like a regular citizen and walked on.
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THE BACK OF THE hill was Charlestown without the gas streetlamps. It was wooden row houses with stepped roofs and front doors that opened onto sidewalks sloping at forty-five-degree angles to the sea. During the Blizzard of 1978, on plastic Super Saucers and collapsed cardboard box “project sleds,” neighborhood kids got up over twenty miles an hour bombing down the sheer faces of Mystic, Belmont, and North Mead before bottoming out hard onto Medford Street below.

The gentrification that had made new virgins out of other Town fiefdoms such as Monument Square, City Square, and the Heights, had embraced but not yet transformed the uncapitalized old lady known simply as “the back of the hill.” Its curbs saw a few Audis and Acuras, designer water bottles lay in some recycling bins, and most exteriors had been power-washed and painted smooth. But Irish lace still fluttered in a few windows, a handful of Boston firefighters and city employees still calling it home.

Doug ate two buttered corn muffins out of a wax paper bag at the crest of Sackville Street. His large tea, thick with milk and sugar, steamed out of the tall Lori-Ann’s cardboard cup set on the roof of his rust-pocked 1986 Caprice Classic.

Breakfast there was for him a regular thing. The house he was looking at across the street, with its rich red siding and nurse-white trim—formerly dove gray over flaking charcoal—was the home of his youth. He still considered it his mother’s house even though she had abandoned it, and him, when he was six years old. His father managed to hold on to it for ten more years, meaning, and this seemed impossible, that Doug had lived half his life away from it now. It still ruled his dreams: the monster oil tank in the stone basement; the dark wood parlor with cabinet radiators and custard wallpaper; his corner bedroom on the first floor, swept by passing headlights.

This was the place he went to get his head together. A bungled job—this one had netted them plenty, but he would forever think of the caper as failed—always left him in a sour mood, but never with the mental mono like this one had. He returned to the heist over and over in his head, trying to untangle its faults, only to get caught up again in the image of the branch manager blindfolded next to him in the van. This image possessed him, how fragile she had appeared, yet also how composed. How she had wept tearlessly beside him—he had felt her shaking, her hands limp and empty in her lap—like a statue of a blindfolded woman crying. Having followed this stranger around, he now felt himself getting sucked into the mystery of her existence.

He was breaking out of that rut today. It was April and the sidewalks of the Town were teeming with Claire Keeseys, drawn to the neighborhood by its cheap rents and safe streets, baring their shoulders and legs after a long winter’s hibernation. The Town was a stocked lake and fishing was back in season. This fog, whatever it was that had descended on him at the beginning of the bank job and lingered in the days that followed—it was finally lifting.

He shook his head and crumpled up the muffin bag. His not telling the others about her triggering the alarm: that was not going to haunt him anymore. It was over with. In the past. Time to move on.

 

“CHECK THIS OUT,” said Jem.

Doug set down his liter slam of Mountain Dew and accepted the wrinkled Victoria’s Secret spring catalog. On page after page, Jem had applied a drop of water to each of the lingerie models’ breasts, puckering the thin paper and raising persuasive nipples.

Doug nodded, turning the pages. “And you say this project only took you half the morning?”

“Some days, you know? You just wake up horny. I have all this fucking energy, I already worked out twice today, shoulders and calves. What do you do, days when you can’t focus on anything because your mind keeps running back to your dick?”

“Some call it ‘applying the pine tar.’ ”

“No, no,” said Jem, shaking his head. “No, I don’t do that anymore.”

“Excuse me, what?” Doug smiled. “You don’t do that anymore?”

“They say weed saps your ambition? I say, yanking it does. Saps your drive. Makes you soft, more ways than one. Always leaves me tired, dopey. I’m serious.”

“You’ll be down in the basement three times a day, working out, and all that’s gonna happen is, spume’s gonna back up into your system, turn you gay. I seen it happen, man. It’s tragic.”

“Voice of experience here.”

“Radical idea just came to me out of the blue. How about going easy on yourself, getting a regular girlfriend?”

“I think I do awright. And I’m gonna start doing even better. Abstinence makes the dick grow fonder. Hey, you’re the last person should be giving shit. Mister fucking life change already.”

Doug dragged the remote off the glass-topped coffee table and opened up the cable menu over the soft-core pool-table scene playing on Jem’s black box Spice Channel. He found a kung fu movie on pirated pay-per-view, put it on the huge TV. “Your eyesight improves, maybe you can get a smaller screen.”
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